Hepatitis A outbreak
Continued from page 1 (unadjusted matched odds ratio 7, p<O.OOl). In the great majority of instances where the source of the oysters was known, it was Wallis Lake. That day, a public warning was issued, linking the outbreak to consumption of Wallis Lake oysters. In collaboration with the oyster industry and other government departments, harvesting of these oysters was ceased and steps towards a voluntary recall of the product were begun.
As of March 9, 1997, we had received more than 370 notifications of hepatitis A cases with onset after January 21 (almost four times the number expected for this time of year). Over a similar period, excess cases were also recorded in Queensland, South Australia, Victoria and the Australian Capital Territory. One death that of a man aged 77 years -has been attributed to the epidemic. The peak reported date of onset was February 3 (28 cases), and the peak reported date of oyster purchase among cases who ate oysters on a single occasion during their incubation period was January 4. Hepatitis A virus was identified by polymerase chain reaction amplification (PCR) techniques in a batch of oysters taken from a Wallis Lake oyster lease on February 18.
Wallis Lake (one of the estuarine Great Lakes on the mid-north coast of NSW, in the Forster-Tuncurry area) is one of the largest oyster growing areas in Australia. During the Christmas and New Year period, the distribution of the Sydney Rock Oyster (the species grown in Wallis Lake) was extensive. An environmental audit of the Lake and environs is in progress. An inter-Departmental task force, chaired by the Chief Health Officer, is working on the definition of criteria to be fulfilled before the lake can be reopened for oyster harvesting.
A more complete report of the outbreak investigation will appear in a future issue of the NSW Public Health Bulletin.
